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1. Scientific Impact of Research

1.1. Positive aspects

e The ethos and culture of the scientific environment at the University of Tartu (UT)
has led to excellence in both quality and volume. Research and development at the
UT are driven by passion, with researchers deeply committed to their fields, and
motivated by a genuine curiosity as illustrated by researchers in both basic and
applied ecology.

¢ The research and development presented under the ‘agricultural and veterinary
sciences’ theme thrive in an environment of freedom, where scientists and PhD
students are encouraged to choose their direction, fostering creativity in both
fundamental and applied research.

e The academic leadership has created a culture with a sense of purpose,
emphasizing the responsibility to publish in the best journals while also disseminating
relevant results to farmers and public organizations, thereby sustaining excellence.

e Four European Research Council grants reported as being awarded to researchers
affiliated with the UT institutes were labeled under the general field of ‘agricultural
and veterinary sciences. ERC grants and Centers of Excellence consolidate
fundamental research and support applied sciences with different groups of
researchers within critical niches.

e Interdisciplinary research is crucial within the field of ‘agricultural and veterinary
sciences’, allowing the UT to generate novel research with applied perspectives.

e The PhD programme at the UT has become significantly more attractive as a result

of scientific excellence and an environment that nurtures academic freedom.

1.2. Areas for improvement

e The UT’s self-assessment report points to how “more integrated and interdisciplinary
collaboration among research groups is needed.” Greater scientific impact may be
attainable through wider collaboration within other disciplines available on campus

such as computer science, chemistry, and physics. Knowledge, expertise and
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resources available to the UT researchers working on ecological and technological
topics could be capitalized to further strengthen the area.

e As discerned during the on-site visit, there were instances where the self-
assessment report seemed to omit some valuable information. For example, the
review team had the strong impression that the scientific output had been
underreported for the field of Agriculture and Veterinary Sciences, that actually the
scientific output in this area was very strong, that there was much stronger
collaboration within UT and between UT and the international scientific community,
and that there was a strong leadership present. This might all be indicative of the
opportunity for developing a strong overarching strategy for the ‘agricultural and
veterinary’ sciences at the UT as a whole.

e Opportunities exist for greater use and integration of ‘data science’ across the
institutes. Some efforts, such as automated machine reading knowledge syntheses,
seem to be emerging. Further investments in artificial intelligence, machine learning,
data science and computational biology may be required.

e Scientific performance is evaluated at the UT, but there seems to be an opportunity
for more precise key performance indicators, by making use of recognized scientific
output per time input, citation indices, percentages of highly cited papers,
international recognition, etc.

e The University’s SWOT analysis pointed to the opportunity to add resources to study
the ‘blue bioeconomy’ as an area that could be strengthened. There are other
opportunities for development such as a potential to capitalize on unigue datasets
hosted at the UT such as those on soil ecology and fisheries.

e ltis not clear how top-level research strategy impacts on the institute level thinking,

in a cohesive institutional strategy.

1.3. Recommendations

o Engage in an institutional conversation to define better the identity of ‘agricultural and
veterinary sciences’ at the UT. A well-defined classification of what is considered
agricultural and veterinary sciences (for instance, encompassing grassland
management, forestry, fishery, land use, others) could help in its visibility and status
at the UT.
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Prioritize agriculture as a field of key institutional strength. If UT prioritizes agriculture
as a focus area, this should be reflected in the allocation of financial resources,

tenured positions, teaching curricula, and other related resources.

Assessment of the scientific impact of research

Exceeds threshold.

2. Sustainability of Research

2.1. Positive aspects

The self-evaluation report shows a sustainable trend in research funding. As also
noted in the self-evaluation report, with the support of the EU Structural Funds,
through Estonian Research Infrastructure Roadmap, €57.7m have been invested for
the acquisition of research appliances and equipment. Funding levels are
internationally successful as illustrated by four ERC grants.

There is evidence of a strong record in infrastructure developed to sustain open
access databases. Among them are collections in the Natural History Museum and
Botanical Garden, Infotechnological Mobility Observatory, and Plutof platform.
There is a strong bottom-up approach of making strategic choices, reflected in the
existence of centres of excellence, institutional strategies for grant proposal writing
and personal grants such as ERCs. The concept of academic freedom was
frequently mentioned during the site visit which further emphasizes a bottom-up
approach to research and development.

Currently, there is strong leadership in various research groups with inspiring role
models. Teams of scientists are relatively young, committed to science. There is an
excellent and collaborative research culture and supportive leadership.

There seem to be productive interactions with other Estonian research and
development institutions in the area of agriculture, fisheries and forestry, such as The

Centre of Estonian Rural Research and Knowledge.
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e There is evidence of new facilities built to create social cohesion such as common
space areas for interaction, and accommodation for the needs of researchers with
young families.

e The university has developed guidelines for equal treatment, as well as a network of
equal treatment support. Guidelines are available in both Estonian and English which

are valuable for the inclusiveness for all members of the UT.

2.2. Areas for improvement

e There is a need to strengthen the ties with private industry to obtain a portfolio of
support for research. The self-evaluation report shows a small and diminishing share
of funding coming from private sector sources.

e There is not a strong agricultural and veterinary sciences profile in the institutional
teaching, which might limit the possibilities for students to follow an ecology-based
track towards application in agriculture. Education is only a small proportion of
research and development activities and related to the income. A more balanced
approach to education and research might be required for long-term sustainability.

e The established strong bottom-up approach to developing strategies can turn into a
weakness if conditions and priorities change. There was no clear evidence of a
strong overarching research strategy at the entire university. This should be
addressed.

e The University network of equal treatment support available online showed a lack of

gender balanced representation.

2.3. Recommendations

e The development of research KPIs would be helpful as this would ensure accurate
allocation of key resources.

e Re-evaluate the prospects for a tenure-track system to add long-term job security
and reduce risk of excessive dependence on external funding.

e Engage in a discussion of potential strategies to cope with unexpected changes in
funding priorities. This could help the promotion of long-term financial resilience.

e Continue developing international strategic partnerships to attract resources,

including young scientists and funding from international public and private
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foundations. This could help mitigate reduction in national funding levels and secure
a stream of domestic and foreign talents.

Assessment of the sustainability of research

Exceeds threshold.

3. Societal Impact of Research

3.1. Positive aspects

e ltisthe UT’s mission to “continue the Estonian culture”. Societal impact of its mission
extends to continuing Estonian agri-culture. Research subject areas within the field
of ‘agricultural and veterinary’ sciences are very relevant to climate change, land
management, and food and feed security, among many others.

e There is evidence of interactions with various members of society including farmers.
Aquaculture and fisheries research seems strongly oriented to responding to current
and emerging societal concerns.

e There are significant efforts to communicate the research output with the general
public. There are communication experts located at the institution-level providing
support to researchers to develop popular science materials.

o PhD candidates, as part of their thesis, are expected to write a popular science
communication. They often have good assistance from supervisors and
communication experts.

e Research topics are informed by a close relationship with ministerial and funding
authorities. There are many activities integrated into the research output that already
contribute to societal impact in ministries, among farmers, landscape managers,

among others.

3.2. Areas for improvement

e The evaluation did not seem to identify an overarching outreach and public

engagement strategy at the UT.
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e Agricultural and veterinary sciences as a field of research and development at the
UT could benefit from developing a qualitative impact assessment that is anchored
in the research projects.

3.3. Recommendations

o Consider development of a reporting system, whether quantitative or qualitative, that
can help keep arecord of societal engagements that could help make societal impact
more evident and allow the trend analysis.

e Engage in a pro-active effort to raise greater awareness of the UT’s scientific
excellence, specifically in agricultural and veterinary sciences, through wider visibility

in international media and private foundations.

Assessment of the societal impact of research

Exceeds threshold.

4. Assessment proposal

4.1. Proposal summary

In accordance with Section 8.4 of the Regular Evaluation Guidance 2024, the research and
development activities of the University of Tartu in the field of Agricultural and Veterinary
Sciences are proposed to be evaluated positively, as all assessment criteria meet or
exceed the established thresholds.

5. Additional Feedback

5.1. Feedback on the institution’s additional questions that are described at the final

page of the report

Institutional question: Agricultural sciences are very hungry for resources (financial and

human). However, it is becoming increasingly difficult to find funding for fundamental
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sciences, as both in Estonia as well as Europe, funding mechanisms seem to be more
and more oriented towards applied research. In which direction would experts
recommend setting the development plans of the field in the described situation?

Answer from the review panel: A strength of ‘agricultural and veterinary’ sciences at the UT
resides in both the ability of their researchers to conduct fundamental sciences and integrate
them into applied knowledge such as evaluating land use impacts, and assembling open access
data (e.g., soils) that the public can access to their benefit. As a comprehensive university, there
must be a commitment to fundamental research; in a small nation, translating this new

knowledge into applications and adoption is a moral obligation.

UT should maintain its current position of excellence in fundamental research and strive to
achieve excellence in applied research in collaboration with other Estonian and international

institutions in agriculture and veterinary sciences.

6. Additional comments

The overall quality of research and development at the UT is excellent. Consideration might be
given as to whether the science presented in the self-evaluation report sits best under the
“Agriculture and Veterinary Sciences” heading. The panel noted that research relevant to this
area was presented to other panels. The panel observed that agricultural and veterinary sciences

could gain greater prominence at the UT as a research & development field.




